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This study explores artists’ use of artwork to capture, convey, and make sense of 
information. The topic is investigated through a case study of 3 artists who create socially 
and politically engaged work. The data was collected through semi-structured interviews 
and analysis of the artists’ processes and artwork. The data was analyzed using 
qualitative coding. The findings show that the artists’ work is informed by both a broad 
scope of life experiences and a process of reflexively considering how the audience will 
experience and make sense of a piece. This study aims to expand the notion of what 
information is and how art can be considered informative in documentation, 
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This work was created on the traditional and unceded lands of the Lumbee, Eno, and 
Shakori peoples for an institution located on the traditional unceded lands of the Lumbee, 
Eno, Shakori, and Tuscarora peoples. I acknowledge the land to challenge the erasure of 
Indigenous peoples, knowledge, and practices under ongoing settler colonialism, and 
commit to working to dismantle the systems of oppression that have dispossessed 
Indigenous peoples of their lives and lands and denied their rights to self-determination. I 
recognize my responsibility to end the individual and institutional violence of settler 
colonialism and find new ways forward. I further recognize that this gesture of 
acknowledgement is merely a starting point and carries weight only when this 
commitment turns into action. 





People need facts to make informed decisions, but it is stories and culture that 
change our behavior. Artists create connection points to issues that may seem 
tired or impossibly contentious. We follow them in through beauty, wonder, and 
curiosity and quickly find ourselves engaged in a complex issue seen differently. 
- Northern Lights.mn (2017) 
 
Artists do more than create works that are aesthetically beautiful and engaging. 
Throughout the history of our modern culture, they have engaged in political and social 
movements — drivers of resistance and change. Artists provide access to ideas and 
possibilities by helping people understand their circumstances in new ways. ( Benjamin, 
2010; Boros, 2012; Cartiere & Zebracki, 2016; herbst, Malzacher, et al., 2015; Miranda 
& Neumark, 2018; Peers et al., 2012; Rinehart & Ippolito, 2014; Somerson & Hermano, 
2013; Thompson, 2015) 
Artists who participated in this study are professional contemporary artists whose 
work participates in public discourse around society and politics and is meant to have an 
impact on the audience’s understanding of and behavior within their social and political 
context. This art goes beyond fine art’s rules of aesthetics or “political expressionism” — 
simply expressing the artists’ thoughts in “the slippery world of feelings and meaning” 
(Lambert, 2017) — and strives instead for meaningful engagement with its audience that 
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extends beyond their in-the-moment experience with the artwork. Following Gerber 
(2017) and other researchers who study the complicated relationship between art and 
value, "professional" artists in this study are those for whom the creation and presentation 
of art is a part of their identity, and who have a regular public-facing practice and an 
established, widespread audience. These artists are accepted as part of the arts community 
by their peers. In an effort to separate the economic lens from artistic practice, I adopt a 
holistic approach to the value of an artist’s practice. For the purposes of this study, 
exchange of money does not play a role in my definition of the “professional” artist. 
(Gerber, 2017) 
In this study, I define political art as art that is meant to shift the audience’s 
mindset or behavior in response to power structures. These artists create and present their 
work as a contribution to social or political discourse or as an act of resistance or 
counternarrative. They are concerned with the broader context in which they create art 
and consider the impact of their work beyond its aesthetics. In Miranda and Neumark’s 
(2018) words, these artists are concerned with: 
Small “p” politics[,] . . . a way of figuring practices in contemporary art where 
there is an animating and unresolved tension between political and aesthetic 
concerns, motivations and practices. For artists working in this way, neither 
politics nor aesthetics comes first. They are not issue-based artists, though their 
works do speak to political issues. . . . their work stir[s] up the ground in ways 
that activate and make possible larger political shifts. (p. 179–180) 
This study aims to address the question of how artists are informed and in turn use 
that information to foster understanding in their audience. The research question I set out 
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to explore is: How do artists contextualize, document, and make sense of information 
through the creation of artwork?  
This question addresses a gap in previous literature, specifically seeking to 
understand the way artists are informed in the everyday creation of their artwork. 
Previous research on art in library and information science (LIS) has addressed artists’ 
information needs and information seeking behavior, but little research has been done to 
understand their more holistic experience of being informed. Research has also been done 
on the sense-making processes of audience members, but not on the way artists 
themselves use their work to make sense of information. 
This question was explored through a case study of three artists who create 
socially and politically engaged work. I conducted semi-structured interviews with these 
artists and analyzed their artwork, as well as their creative processes. I collected data 
from their websites and Instagram accounts, as well as articles and podcasts that they 
were featured in.  
Through this method, it became clear that these artists’ creation processes are 
inextricably bound to their context; their understanding of themselves and the power 
systems they live and work within; and their projection of how their audience will 
experience their work. These ideas inform and shape the creation of their work as they 
seek to share their experiences and create a common understanding from which to 
explore alternative possibilities for social and political systems. 
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The goal of this exploratory study is to expand the notion of the informativeness 
of art, contribute to the theoretical discussions around what counts as information, and 
shed light on how information can be captured and conveyed, especially in contribution 





The Politics of Art 
The political power of art has been explored at length, especially in the field of art 
history. The history of artists' engagement with politics and contributions to social 
movements continues to be documented and explored. Art has been used as a way for 
society to grapple with big questions, interrupt and disrupt the status quo, reclaim spaces 
and ideas, centralize social movements, reshape relationships, and reinforce cultural 
values. (Benjamin, 2010; Boros, 2012; Cartiere & Zebracki, 2016; herbst, Malzacher, et 
al., 2015; Miranda & Neumark, 2018; Peers et al., 2012; Rinehart & Ippolito, 2014; 
Somerson & Hermano, 2013; Thompson, 2015) 
Some research in art history has focused on artists’ use of technologies to subvert 
power structures, giving their audiences opportunities to step back from reality, 
deconstruct it, and investigate the nuances of the familiar (Benjamin, 2010; Nichols, 
1988). Artists have been integral to the development of ideas and theories, as well —
including crip theory (which was discussed by one of the artists I interviewed) — an 
interdisciplinary approach to disability studies that draws on queer and feminist studies  
— which have been mobilized into new, non-normative modes of artistic practice (Jung, 
2019; McRuer, 2006; Peers et al., 2012). 
Research has also focused on the impact that art has on individuals and 
communities (Foreman-Wernet, 2017; Foreman-Wernet & Dervin, 2016, 2017). Less 
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research has been devoted to the particular way that artwork serves as a 
connection point for people to engage with information, despite the recognition that art 
has a role to play that reaches far beyond factual information, and that the unique 
materiality and spatial engagement of art serve to deepen and reinforce its meaning 
(Carbone, 2017; Cianci, 2017; Clark, 2013). However, within the field of LIS, there is 
still much to be understood about the unique ability of art to convey information and 
shape understanding. 
 
The Informativeness of Art 
Within LIS, existing research focuses directly on the artists positing their 
contributions as informative accounts that have the capacity to shape social memory and 
reframe history (Carbone 2017; Clark 2013; Cianci 2017). In this way, art is both 
“container and contained” (Clark 2013) with artists continuing along a spectrum of 
understanding and iterations. LIS studies have also focused on the meaning-making 
process of audiences (Dervin, 1998, 2003; Foreman-Wernet & Dervin, 2005, 2011, 2014, 
2016; Hall, 2018). This work provides important context regarding how art is interpreted, 
but largely focuses on the audience rather than the artist. 
Gorichanaz (2019, 2020) provides a comprehensive review of the literature on the 
study of art within LIS, arguing that there is still much to be explored about the 
relationship between art and information due to LIS only recently beginning to recognize 
art as a legitimate form of recorded information and therefore worthy of study. Art offers 
a unique perspective on the historical record and provides a contextualized, embodied 
experience that other traditional informational materials do not necessarily offer. 
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Approaching art with an LIS lens can help us imagine new approaches to 
understanding information systems and designing new methods of informing and 
becoming informed (Clark, 2013; Gorichanaz, 2019, 2020).  
The research that has been done on art in LIS has focused mainly on artists' 
information needs and their information seeking behaviors, especially within the context 
of everyday life information seeking, which draws from Savolainen's (1995) foundational 
work. Savolainen was followed by researchers who argued that a person's information 
experience is much more complex than a catalog of sources where they have encountered 
information (Foreman-Wernet & Dervin, 2005, 2011, 2016; Gorichanaz, 2018, 2019, 
2020; Gorichanaz, Latham, & Wood, 2018).  
Through first-person accounts, LIS researchers have defined categories for artists’ 
information needs — inspiration, visual reference, technique, marketing, and art world 
trends (Hemmig, 2008) — and sources that they reference — the natural environment, 
the artwork itself, relationships with other artists and artworks, self-inquiry, and 
attentiveness (Cowan, 2004) — all of which relate directly to the creation of their 
artwork. 
Tidline’s (2003) study of “art-as-information” attempted to supply evidence to 
push the boundaries of what LIS considers an information source in order to encourage 
“improved access to the human record” (p. 5). She used Dervin’s (1998, 2003) Sense-
Making Methodology to interview artists, arts facilitators, and audience members to 
investigate the process of being informed by a visual artwork, arguing that art is just as 
informative as more traditional information sources commonly accepted within LIS, it 
just is not necessarily text-based. 
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Similarly, in an attempt to move beyond the realm of artists’ discrete 
information needs and into a deeper exploration of the complexities of understanding and 
being informed, Gorichanaz (2020) found in his first-person study of artists’ creation of 
self-portraits that the act of creating art generated new understandings for the artists, both 
of themselves and of the creation process. 
This study intends to extend the idea of art's informativeness beyond traditional 
libraries and archives and investigate its informativeness in general settings, expanding 
and decentralizing the idea of the information archive and cultural record. The previous 
work on art in LIS leaves open the opportunity not only to recognize art as a form of 
information, but also to bridge corpuses of research that have been separated by the 
guardrails of their fields. By addressing artists’ lived experiences, this ethnographic study 
explains how artists and their artwork are informed. Few studies in LIS have addressed 
the unique way art can serve as a connection point where ideas intersect, and fewer have 
explored the informativeness of art from an artist’s perspective. In this study I approach 
art through an LIS lens, investigating how multidisciplinary artists whose work is 
politically or socially engaged use their artwork to both contain and convey information 
as they engage in their own sense-making process, while they also consider the meaning 
that will be created by their audience. Through this study, I aim to link research that has 
been conducted in art history, cultural studies, and LIS, and to expand the idea of what 
information can be and how artists can harness the informativeness of art to create 





This study was conducted as a comparative case study using a qualitative 
approach. The study focused on three artists who create artwork that is intended to be 
political, in that they explore power structures within our present culture and society. By 
focusing in on three artist with an ethnographic lens, I was able to closely study their art 
and their approaches and come to understand the ways they engage with information in 
their work. Though I approached the study as an ethnographic exploration of how artists’ 
individual experiences come to shape the connections they make in the creation of their 
art, themes emerged that connected all three cases, which then became the focus of my 
analysis. As I conducted the study, I was mindful of the nuances of arts-related research, 
which “seeks to challenge traditional academic boundaries” (Gorichanaz, 2019, p. 206), 
and I referenced Savin-Baden and Wimpenny’s (2014) recommendations for research 
about the arts to guide my methods. 
 
Positionality 
I conducted this research from a privileged position in many ways. I navigate the 
world as a white, straight, cisgender, able-bodied woman. This identity has given me 
access to opportunities and benefits that have allowed me to do this research in pursuit of 
an advanced degree. I did not get here by merit alone — my race, gender, ability, sexual 
orientation, citizenship, and class status have supported my passage through the 
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education system with minimal friction. They have also shaped my understanding of the 
world and the decisions I have made, and I’m still working on recognizing and 
dismantling within my own mind and body the unjust power systems that I am embedded 
in. 
Following Harding’s (1986) standpoint theory, I recognize that my understanding 
is shaped by my positionality and context and that my assumptions and biases are 
embedded in the research process. Because of this, I want to allow the participants in this 
study to speak for themselves as much as possible, so I have chosen to draw on their 
language to allow greater access to their experiences. I have attempted to do this work as 
ethically as possible, and to have my decisions checked along the way by other people, 
including my advisor, research participants, and peers. 
Throughout this study, I have continually kept in mind the power dynamics at 
play, and I have been aware of my position of privilege as I have requested people's 
participation and navigated the data gathering and analysis process. As a person shaped 
by white supremacy and its constituent unjust systems, it has been imperative that I 
continuously check my biases and assumptions throughout the entire process to minimize 
harm, let my participants speak for themselves as much as possible, and minimize actions 
that perpetuate unjust domination, though I am sure that I have failed on those counts in 
multiple ways. I offered the participants financial compensation for the time they spent 
participating in this study, as a small acknowledgement of the value of their time and 
labor. 
To increase the credibility of this study, I have chosen to disclose my positionality 
and the context within which I did this work. I attempt to be transparent about my 
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relationship with the topic and the study participants. I spent a lot of time analyzing the 
data systematically and thoughtfully, considering multiple angles from which it could be 
interpreted in an effort to mitigate my own biases (Schreier, 2014).  
 
Sample & Data Collection  
A convenience and snowball sample was taken from the population of 
professional artists who create work that is intended to be political. My sampling methods 
aimed to support my ability to fill the gap in the literature and explore artists’ individual 
experiences. 
I reached out by email to seven multidisciplinary artists across the country, 
inviting them to participate in the study. Three agreed to participate: Liza Sylvestre, 
whose work focuses on the senses and non-normative sensory experience; Roopa 
Vasudevan, whose work explores relationships between data, technology, and society; 
and Shannon Finnegan, whose work centers disabled audiences and explores 
accessibility. I initially reached out to these artists because they use their work to 
investigate power structures and create connection points to important complexities of 
living in our society. I felt that the way they perceive and use information and the way 
they consider their audience’s experience of their artwork could help me fill the gap in 
the literature by exploring the lived information experiences that inform their artwork and 
sense-making processes. 
Participants were offered a $30 gift card as compensation for their time and labor. 
I did not aim for a sample that was random or generalizable; in fact, because this is a case 
study, I sought to understand the unique experiences and perspectives of a small subset of 
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artists who engage in art that creates counternarratives. I tried to be thoughtful about the 
identity characteristics represented in the sample, with an aim toward prioritizing 
experiences that are underrepresented (Rapley, 2014). The experience of artists with 
marginalized identities are not prominent in the research that has already been conducted 
on the arts in LIS, and artists who have marginalized identities can recognize and address 
nuances within power structures that cannot be experienced by those who have dominant 
identities. 
I conducted a 60-minute, semi-structured interview with each artist, following a 
similar interview guide for each one. All interviews were conducted via Zoom to 
maintain everyone's health during the COVID-19 pandemic. I followed up with them via 
email, and they responded by email and voice memo. 
Interviewing the participants in a semi-structured manner allowed them to share 
their thoughts with me directly, following paths of their interests and experience while 
answering questions that guided them to understand what might help me answer my 
research question. The virtual nature of the interviews allowed me to include participants 
whom I might not otherwise have been able to talk to due to geographical distance. The 
virtual interview experience allowed us to talk face-to-face during a time of social 
distancing. I recognize, however, that in an interview setting, the participants may not 
have felt comfortable opening up to me fully, or they might not have been able or willing 
to provide descriptions that accurately represented their lived experience, and that my 
decisions and actions as a researcher may have impacted their responses. Though meeting 
through a screen is a different experience from meeting in person, the digital interface of 
Zoom provided some accessibility features, such as live captions, that would not 
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otherwise have been available in a physical face-to-face environment.  
 I also collected and analyzed data about these artists and their artwork to provide 
a deeper understanding of their work, including the artists' websites, digital artworks, 
articles, podcasts, exhibition documentation, and Instagram posts — @shannfinnegan 
and @rouxpz, which are public accounts, and @liza_sylvestre, a private account. The use 
of this data was vetted by the IRB, and I secured verbal informed consent from the artists 
before accessing their posts. 
Analyzing existing data helped improve the richness of my interviews and 
provided additional insights into the artists’ work. However, these curations are also 
static, and some of the data may have been outdated by the time I was analyzing it. I 
performed member checks to confirm with the participants that I was correctly 
interpreting the data that they gave me with the aim of representing their words, ideas, 
and artwork as accurately as possible.  
The participants in this study have all created artwork that is meant to complicate 
relationships within our society. I informed them of the potential risks of participating 
before obtaining informed consent, and I have attempted to mitigate any risks as much as 
possible while being transparent about my intentions, methods, and goals. I offered 
anonymity to the participants if they desired it, though all chose to have their identities 
publicized. They each create public-facing artwork, and they continually grapple with the 
politics of being an artist with a public audience. Their work relies on audience 
engagement, and they each welcome conversation with other artists, audience members, 
and researchers about the implications of their art.  
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Data Analysis 
I recorded each of the video interviews and took notes by hand. I used Otter.ai, an 
automated transcription service, to turn the audio into text, and then I printed the 
transcriptions. Though I reviewed the transcriptions for inaccuracies between the text and 
the recording, I acknowledge the fact that transcription will never be a perfect 
representation of the actual interview and will inherently be indirect, flawed, and 
inaccurate (Kowal & O’Connell, 2014). To minimize inaccuracies, I also took notes 
during the interviews, and I kept the weaknesses of transcription in mind and referred to 
the recordings, my notes, and the participants as necessary when I encountered data that I 
needed help understanding. I printed all text- and image-based existing data sources. I 
listened to and took notes on audio-based data sources such as podcasts, but I did not 
transcribe them. 
I followed analysis methods presented in the SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data 
Analysis (Flick, 2014) to analyze the corpus of data I collected, and I followed guidance 
on arts-related research from Savin-Baden & Wimpenny’s (2014) recommendations. I 
analyzed the data using qualitative coding to help me identify themes and patterns across 
the different data types and with an eye toward meaning rather than the frequency of the 
themes (Altheide, 2000). I began by conducting in-vivo coding before moving onto more 
thematic coding. This method of analysis helped me identify themes within the data and 
helped mitigate my projection of a pre-conceived set of themes onto them (Roulston, 
2014; Schreier, 2014). Of course, I cannot be neutral, but I strove to let the artists speak 
for themselves through the data, in an effort to lend the study more credibility (Roulston, 
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2014). I used pen, paper, colored pencils, and sticky notes to perform the coding of the 
data, along with word processing and spreadsheet software.  
To improve the dependability and transferability of my research, I attempted to 
provide contextual descriptions of the participants and their artwork, as well as the 
context of my data collection. I triangulated the data by gathering information from 
multiple sources. The reported findings and interpretations include references to the raw 
data to support my conclusions, and I returned to the participants for member checks to 
make sure I understood and represented the data as accurately as possible. Throughout 







The artists in this study are all multimedia, multidisciplinary artists who create 
artwork that engages their audience through multi-sensory experience. Though similar in 
age, their work is informed by different life experiences. Each expresses a different 
purpose for creating their work, but they are all driven by a recognition of their power as 
an artist to disrupt a lack of power that they have felt against the dominant forces that 
categorize people (e.g., ableism, racism, genderism, capitalism, or technology). 
As they create their artwork, the act of creation helps these artists grapple with the 
larger issues at play, while they simultaneously consider how their audience will 
experience both the art and the questions it poses. In a continually reflexive process, the 
artists return to their own life experiences to inform and make sense of their work and to 
imagine how the work will create new understandings for their audience. Creating 
artwork allows the artists to move beyond facts and share their own embodied 
experiences with their audience to lay the groundwork for a shift in their understanding 
and an ability to imagine different possibilities for the future. 
Each artist’s process requires attention: to themselves; to their own understanding; 
to the artwork itself; to the materials; to the unknown but projected experience of the 
audience; to their own bodies. They pay and draw attention to specific threads they want 
their audience to follow along with them. Their artwork seeks to create a shared 
experience and shared understanding of the subject of their work, from which they can 
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point and connect to objects and ideas, challenging their audience to be actively engaged 
in their own lived experience, to think more critically, and to imagine new possibilities 
for the future.  
Each of the artists described a different purpose for creating their work, but each 
of these individual motivations were related to systems of power. All three artists 
described a sense of not belonging when they were younger and a recognition that they 
are not in control of the political and social systems that they live within. The operation 
of ableism, capitalism, racism, genderism, and technology informed these artists’ work in 
different ways, and the power to determine who belongs and who doesn't formed the 
basis for their practices. 
 
Liza Sylvestre 
Liza is a multimedia artist and curator of academic programs at Krannert Art 
Museum at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). She is in her 30's and is 
a white, cisgender woman. She lost her hearing progressively during childhood, and she 
has been living with a unilateral cochlear implant since 2003. She grew up in 
Minneapolis, MN, and has also lived in Miami, FL. She received a BFA from the 
University of Minnesota and an M.F.A. from UIUC. 
Liza uses film, audio, light, drawing, and installation in her artwork. Her pieces 
focus on translation and communication between people and senses. Her two-
dimensional work includes the piece Music from Christopher, 2019, which translates into 
drawing her auditory, visual, and physical experience of listening to a YouTube playlist 
through her cochlear implant. More often she creates shared spaces for audiences to make 
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connections, such as Audio Description Project, 2018, in which she took audio 
descriptions created by museums that described artwork for blind and low vision visitors. 
She invited some of her peers to create drawings based on those descriptions, and she 
installed listening and viewing stations in a gallery so audience members could listen to 
the audio descriptions and view the drawn interpretations of those descriptions. 
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Liza Sylvestre, Audio Description Project, 2018. http://www.lizasylvestre.com/audio-description-project 
 
Liza is medically, though not culturally, deaf. Growing up with an invisible, 
gradually developing disability, Liza felt a lack of community with others who had 
disabilities. She still feels the tension of not belonging — Not only does she feel othered 
by the hearing community, but she also doesn’t feel that it is right to claim membership 
in the Deaf community either, both because she didn't grow up within that community 
and also because she has some hearing ability with her cochlear implant. Recently, Liza 
has been grappling with the questions of identity categories. She explains the politics 
around using the title of “Deaf”:   
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In the Deaf community — capital-D, “Deaf” — you're really not supposed to 
claim the title “Deaf” unless you are really culturally Deaf. And so, my whole life 
I've been really hesitant to claim that title. Because I don't use American Sign 
Language in my everyday and I didn't grow up with it, and I don't have a Deaf 
family, and I'm not engaged in Deaf culture. As I've done more research around 
identity politics, I've come to be pretty critical of anyone's ability to shun anyone 
from claiming the title that they would like to claim. Though, I claim the title 
deaf, but lowercase d. Because I am medically deaf, and saying hard-of-hearing is 
culturally not significant enough in explaining exactly what my experience is. 
 
Liza is conscious of the message that is conveyed simply by her existence as an 
artist with a disability, and she intentionally tries to set herself apart from what she sees 
as the problematic expectation and practice of artists imaging or performing their non-
normative identities through art. This criticality forms the basis for her work right now: 
“When I first started doing new media work . . . my goal was to share my experience as a 
person with a disability,” but recently she has been learning more about McRuer’s (2006) 
crip theory, which explores and complicates the experience of disability and the 
structures of ableism. Crip theory has helped her form a new understanding of identity, 
leading her to push back against the imaging of the disabled body, which “can be harmful 
to the disabled experience in that it limits the disabled body to just being the disabled 
body and it never moves beyond that. . . . And it doesn't ever necessarily get at the good 
things that are gained from the disabled experience.” While it may serve to diversify 
representation of non-normative identities within the canon of art, imaging the disabled 
body relies on and reinforces power imbalances and is especially problematic when 
galleries and museums capitalize on these artists’ identities. Instead, Liza focuses her 
practice on developing an understanding of: “What does the embodied understanding of 
disability have to offer to art?”  
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Liza seeks to create this embodied understanding for her audience. In order to do 
so, she has to have a reflexive awareness of how the artworks she creates might be 
experienced by her audience. Instead of presenting information about the disabled 
experience as a series of facts, she considers her audience’s sense-making process and 
harnesses the multi-sensory informativeness of art to complicate the idea of disability in a 
way that might not come across through other means of communication. 
Liza shares this embodied understanding with hearing audiences by setting rules 
that allow her to feel more in control than she often does in everyday life situations. She 
sets her own terms and structures her artworks so that other people must abide by those 
terms and recognize norms that might otherwise be invisible to them. In so doing, she 
centers the audience within structures that lend power to disability, creating a micro-
world that incorporates and includes disability, but in a way that supports understanding 
and minimizes harm: “[I’m] trying to get at sharing the concepts in a way that are still 
tangible and understandable for the public to learn from without saying, ‘Here is this 
body — look at it, learn from it.’” Those who are in power often perpetuate inequities by 
normalizing certain types of information and the way information can be accessed 
(Gibson & Martin, 2019). With this understanding in mind, Liza informs her audience 
both in content and in how the information is presented. 
In Conversations in the Dark, 2018, Liza had the audience gather together in a 
completely darkened room, each holding a flashlight. She facilitated a conversation 
amongst the group, and as each person spoke, they shone their flashlight on their mouth 
so the speaker was spot lit and so that Liza could read their lips easily. The project was 
created as a response to the fact that the public critiques in her M.F.A. program were set 
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up in such a way that she was excluded from participating because she couldn't follow the 
conversation: 
In changing the way that a public critique was held, it also changed who talked. I 
mean, I have never been to a critique where so many undergrads talked, and the 
people that typically talk didn't contribute. It really pulled the rug out from 
underneath typical social hierarchies. . . . I think disability does that pretty 
effortlessly. It interrupts things. And I see a lot of disabled artists kind of tap into 
this where it's like, 'No, we're going to do this on my terms, and it's going to make 
people uncomfortable.' And it's because there is a hierarchy that's being 
interrupted, there’s a normativity that’s being challenged. 
 
 
Liza Sylvestre, Flashlight Project with Christopher Jones, 2020, a later evolution of Conversations in the 
Dark, 2018. http://www.lizasylvestre.com/flashlight-project-with-christopher-jones 
 
 
 By “making people uncomfortable,” Liza challenges normative thinking and 
passive artistic consumption in hopes of refocusing their understanding of the disabled 
(and able-bodied) experience. While her work is situated in contemporary art spaces and 
not necessarily within traditional information institutions such as libraries and archives, 
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she nonetheless uses the informativeness of art to disrupt her audience’s sense-making 
processes by creating situations that recontextualize their sensory experiences and shift 
their habitual ways of interacting with each other and with media (Carbone, 2017; Cianci, 
2017; Clark, 2013). 
 
Roopa Vasudevan 
Roopa is an artist, computer programmer, and researcher based in Philadelphia, 
PA, and she is currently in a Ph.D. program at the Annenberg School for Communication 
at the University of Pennsylvania. She is in her 30's, is cisgender, able-bodied, and is the 
daughter of immigrants from India who came to the U.S. in 1979. She grew up in 
Cleveland, OH, got a B.A. in film studies from Columbia University, received a master’s 
degree in interactive telecommunications from New York University (NYU), and 
continued to live in New York City until she moved to Shanghai to teach in interactive 
media arts at NYU Shanghai. 
Roopa describes her experiences as an outsider as forming the background for her 
work:  
[My work is] coming from a place where I felt different growing up. My high 
school was 50/50 black and white. I was one of the only non-black people of color 
in my high school, let alone my grade, so I'm coming from a place where I always 
felt like I was singled out or different or that I didn't really fit in, and it made me 
question: how do we become more welcoming to people who do not share our life 
experiences? . . . In particular, that question really informs my latest work and 
thinking about these discussions around inclusivity and discrimination and 
technology. We can't ask these questions unless we know how we are contributing 
to those practices and what can we change about our practices to be more 
inclusive and to reflect a more inclusive view about what technology can do. And 
part of that is evaluating the systems that the tech industry is setting up for us in 
terms of creating the rules that we have to play by. So I think that question about 
being inclusive and understanding boundaries and categorization and 
  27 
classifications has always really informed my work in a variety of different 
aspects, but it's always been lying there under the surface. 
 
Roopa creates artwork in both the digital and physical realms. In the digital, 
dataDouble, 2019, is a browser extension that manipulate people’s digital portraits to 
create a visual “data clone” based on their browsing habits to highlight surveillance and 
the way data collection flattens and manipulates reality. In the physical, all-american 
girls is a series of cross-stitch panels that show how women in different states voted in 
the 2012 presidential election. She also creates interactive installations such as HANDS 
UP, 2015, a collaboration with Atif Ateeq, which simulates the confusing and dangerous 
experience of being accosted by the police. Her works aim to complicate people’s 
relationships with data, technology, and the culture that they operate within. 
 
 
An example of filtering, image manipulation, and browsing statistics in Roopa Vasudevan’s dataDouble, 
2019. https://rouxpz.com/data-double 
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Roopa, in describing the main purpose of her work, says: 
I think that really the purpose of my work is to bring humanity back into 
technology and to deal with the ways that digital technology is asking us to shift 
our behavior to fit its goals and needs, and kind of attempting to push back on that 
and uncover first what is happening to humanity in that process and how we're 
making sense of all of this, all these things that these new forms of technology are 
asking from us. But also simultaneously to figure out ways of resistance or 
alternative narratives of ways that humanity can still persist through what is being 
asked to do. . . . I'm interested in looking at connections between ideas. Like 
facets of different parts of technology and society. Just drawing those connections 
and making it clear how things are interrelated, and . . . also giving alternative 
possibilities. Like, what are some alternative possibilities for envisioning 
information, and what are some alternative possibilities for understanding? 
 
She explains that her work is inextricably bound to the context in which she is creating it: 
"For me, process is a really difficult question because you can't divorce it from the 
context in which the work is being made. It's fundamentally different for every single 
project." Furthermore, the ideas for a project tend to concretize only after she understands 
some of the environment surrounding the project. "It's not necessarily that I'm like, 'Oh, 
I'd like to do a project about X,' and then the circumstances presented itself; it's more like 
I find myself in circumstances and they work together to kind of establish what is and 
what isn't possible."  
For example, in 2015, she knew she wanted to do a project about the 2016 
election, but she didn't know exactly what the project would be. She applied for a 
residency at SPACES, a gallery in Cleveland, OH, where the Republican National 
Convention (RNC) would be located in 2016, and it was only after conversations with the 
gallery staff that her idea solidified. She set up a Twitter scraper on the night of the first 
Republican debates to collect all tweets about any of the 22 presidential candidates, 
focusing on tweets by Ohio residents. After analyzing the data, she began creating 
campaign merchandise in the style of each candidate’s brand, but in place of their 
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carefully crafted marketing messages, she placed actual sentiments of Ohio residents. 
This became #bellwether, 2016. She created a new batch of merch monthly for a year 
leading up to the RNC, all designed to look as similar to the actual campaign merch as 
possible, and displayed it in the gallery as documentation of perception throughout time: 
The election project is very specifically linked to a certain historical moment. 
That is about the 2016 primaries. There is no way of getting around that, in the 
content that I collected, in the way that I ended up representing it. It's very clearly 
locked into a very specific moment. 
 
She notes that #bellwether was responding to a specific cultural change in political public 
opinion and discourse. The consumption of politics through social media has shifted how 
we think about politics. The project is  “trying to pry open, what about that interface, 
what about that technology is really making that happen.” 
 
 
Roopa Vasudevan, #bellwether, 2016. https://rouxpz.com/bellwether 
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The information that shapes Roopa’s work extends far beyond discrete 
information sources, and this interconnection of context and artwork reinforces the 
concept of art as both container and contained (Clark, 2013). Gorichanaz proposed that: 
1) information takes the form of constellations connected by narrative, rather than 
discrete information sources (2018, 2020); 2) information is an active, ever-flowing 
entity (2016, 2017a, 2019); and 3) artistic creation is a form of documentation: fixed to 
the temporal, material, and social context within which it was created, all of which 
contribute to its meaning (2016, 2017a, 2019, 2020; Gorichanaz & Latham, 2016). 
Supporting this notion, Roopa’s context — which includes the information constellation 
that surrounds her — shapes the artwork, and threads from that constellation get woven 
into the artwork itself. Even if the information contained in the artwork is not necessarily 
explicit, it still can inform the audience by influencing their sense-making process.  
In determining the form a project will take, Roopa allows the context and the 
subject matter to guide her, keeping in mind the way the audience will interpret it. 
Especially for projects based on data, “it's really about figuring out what output will be 
best for whatever the source is that I'm collecting." On #bellwether's form, she says, “The 
political merchandise could have only been done for that specific project. . . . 
Aesthetically, that's what we know. That's the visual language of politics. That's what we 
see and that's what we encounter day-to-day.” 
One of Roopa's projects that foregrounds its form is hate couture, 2013, a 
collection of fashion garments whose fabric pattern and volume is a representation of one 
week's worth of hate speech toward marginalized communities — LGBTQIA+ people, 
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women, African Americans, and Muslims — on Twitter, Reddit, and YouTube. Each 
garment was designed by a member of the community targeted by the hate speech, and 
the design of the garments responds to the impact the language has on that community. 
 
 
Roopa Vasudevan, hate couture, 2013. https://rouxpz.com/hate-couture 
 
 
In a reflection of the active, constantly changing nature of information 
(Gorichanaz, 2016, 2017a, 2019) and the reflexivity of Roopa’s process, she mentions 
that at the time she created hate couture, she was informed by research claiming that the 
way people behave online is not necessarily reflective of the way they behave offline. 
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She says that in recent years, however, communications scholars have refuted such a 
simplistic understanding. Roopa mentions that though the artwork highlighted the online-
offline binary by translating hate speech from the digital realm into the physical form of 
outfits that people wore on their bodies, she is now critical of that original understanding. 
This criticality and openness is an integral part of her relationship with the subject matter 
and with her artwork. Though her understanding has since evolved, hate couture serves 
as documentation of what her understanding was in 2013, a snapshot of her own sense-
making at the time. This evolving understanding reaches beyond Gorichanaz’s (2020) 
finding that artists come to understand themselves and their artwork through their 
creation process, and it shows that Roopa uses her past artwork as an access point for a 
continual sense-making process, even as she is positioned as its creator. Even now it 
serves as an informative document for her understanding of herself, her work, and the 
political and social structures she navigates. 
As a communicator, Roopa is attuned to the how her audience will receive and 
interpret her work, and as her priorities for impacting her audience have changed, so has 
the form of her work. She explains that she used to be focused on removing ideas from a 
digital context and producing them in physical space. But recently she has moved toward 
“more widely distributable technologies like browser extensions and smartphones, smart 
home apps,” and focusing more on community-based, social practice work. She has been 
working recently on the Strategic Transparency Collective, 2020–ongoing, a series of 
workshops that has become “a decentralized network of new media artists who are 
rethinking our relationships to technology.” This new way of working blurs the bounds 
between artist and audience, encoder and decoder, causing Hall’s (2018) and Foreman-
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The artists in this collective think not only about encoding the message for their 
audiences, but also for themselves, and doing so helps them make sense of their own 
relationship with technology and how they as artists can work more ethically within the 
technological and social constraints they find themselves in. 
 
Shannon Finnegan 
Shannon is a multidisciplinary artist based in Brooklyn, NY. They are white, non-
binary, in their 30's, and they have a mobility disability. They grew up in the Bay Area in 
CA, and went to Carleton College in MN, where they studied studio art, before moving to 
NY. 
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Shannon’s outsider status and the isolation they felt growing up as a person with a 
disability has served as the kernel that they have built their practice around. They create 
art that takes many different forms but that strives to be accessible to audiences who have 
disabilities:  
One thing that I'm often thinking about when I'm making things is centering 
disabled audiences. And that's something that I feel like I have benefited from. As 
I was growing up, I was pretty isolated from other disabled people and didn't have 
a lot of access to disability culture. And I think a lot of mainstream messaging 
around disability is very harmful. And so it was really through engagement with 
other disabled artists and writers and thinkers that I started to understand [that] 
my experience as not this kind of private, personal, isolated thing, but actually 
something that's shared and culturally shaped, socially shaped. And so that's 
something that I think about as I'm making work is speaking from my own 
experience and talking about or naming something that I've experienced or had 
experience with. Sometimes stating that publicly can be an opening for someone 
else to understand themselves. And I do think that that's connected to how 
ableism functions more broadly. Part of how it maintains itself is by really 
isolating disabled people because of access barriers, because of shame, because of 
all of these different factors. And so trying to create connection between disabled 
people feels like it has a lot of transformative potential for me. 
 
Their artwork Here to Lounge, 2020, is an interactive installation that prioritizes 
sensory engagement while sitting. The piece is a collection of objects that invite touch 
while the audience members are seated in the small booth of Nook Gallery, in Oakland, 
CA. All of the objects sit on lazy Susans for easy access and were either made by 
Shannon or curated from other artists. A message across the top of the booth reads, 
“Welcome to this seating-centric space.”  
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Shannon Finnegan, Here to Lounge, 2020. https://shannonfinnegan.com/here-to-lounge 
 
 
For their project In/With Chelsea, 2018–2020, they created a series of street signs 
and an audio tour that share quotes from disabled residents about what makes their 
neighborhood accessible or inaccessible, giving a public platform for these experiences 
and inviting the public to consider the built environment in a new way. The signs 
centralize the disabled experience, turning the tables on what could be considered 
normative or non-normative situations. The sign in the image below echoes the 
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purposeful discomfort that Liza previously described creating for her audiences when she 
creates environments that support her own control and comfort. 
 
 
Shannon Finnegan, In/With Chelsea, 2018–2020. https://shannonfinnegan.com/in-with-chelsea 
 
 
Shannon is conscientious of the fact that the form their work takes will inevitably 
impact its accessibility, and they therefore consider and reconsider the way their audience 
will experience — or be prevented from experiencing — the artwork and thereby the 
information it contains. For them, this is a continual process of learning and negotiating 
with their work. Their project Alt-Text as Poetry, 2019–ongoing, a collaboration with 
Bojana Coklyat, is a project that consists of a collection of tools for people to explore 
writing alt-text creatively and presents opportunities for discussing and practicing 
describing visual content in a way that helps alt-text users feel "feel a sense of belonging 
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in digital spaces" (Coklyat & Finnegan, 2020). Shannon notes they create work in 
flexible forms as they attempt to increase its accessibility: 
Something that's really central to the way that I work is a very flexible format: 
ideas transforming or taking different shapes. And I think, for me, that has been 
part of thinking about access in relation to the work. . . . [With Alt-Text as 
Poetry], there's a workshop, there's a workbook, the workbook is a Google Doc, 
it's a Word document, it's a PDF, it's an audio book, it's a, you know, it's 
translated into Spanish. And it continues to evolve and change. Like, we get 
feedback from someone where they're like, ‘Oh, I'd really love to be able to 
download the audio book file so I can do it offline.’ You know, things like that. 
And this idea that there isn't a universal solution to access. There isn't one. And so 
trying to create different options. Sometimes I think about it as kind of like a 
menu so that there are multiple entry points, or ways of engaging with a project or 
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In an argument for the fluidity of information and the variety of forms that it can 
take (Gorichanaz, 2016, 2017a, 2019), Shannon mentioned a quote by David Hammons 
that they frequently come back to when considering materials and technique: "Abandon 
any artform that costs so much. Insist that it’s as cheap as possible and also that it’s 
aesthetically correct. After that anything goes" (Jones, July/August, 1988). Shannon 
references and extends this idea in their work: 
I think about that [quote] also in relation to my own access needs: how can I 
prioritize doing things in a way that is easeful, or when I notice myself running up 
against making work in this way is really stressful or hard, or I can't move it 
easily, . . . I'm trying to rethink, 'Okay, Is there a different way of doing this that's 
more aligned with my space, my budget, my body, my mind?' And so that's often 
guiding some of my material or technique choices. 
 
This is also an argument for the idea of Shannon being informed by an information 
constellation (Gorichanaz, 2018, 2020). This constellation includes not only external 
limitations such as funding, but also information that comes from their own body. 
In one instance, Shannon wanted to create a large, mural-sized piece of text. They 
hoped to work on a scale that could fill a large space and have a big visual impact. But 
they live and work from an apartment and don't have a lot of storage space to spare, so 
after some consideration of materials and form, they created each letter individually from 
materials that could be packed into a small box. From this discovery grew more Portable 
Murals, 2018/2020: 
That really just came out of me being like, 'Okay, I'm interested in being able to 
work bigger because of the impact that I think that that can have, but I want to 
find a way, a technique or a set of materials that fits with what feels available to 
me or feels possible to me.’ 
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The conversation between their information constellation and the desired impactful 
experience they want their audience to have resulted in a new form of their artwork that 
fit within those constraints.  
 
 
Shannon Finnegan, Portable Murals, 2018. https://shannonfinnegan.com/portable-murals 
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Like Roopa, Shannon discusses the context-bound nature of their work, 
reinforcing the notion of being informed by an information constellation (Gorichanaz, 
2018, 2020). Just as the form a work takes impacts its politics, the context does as well:  
There is this myth of a neutral space or a neutral situation, which . . . just doesn’t 
exist. And so when I’m engaging in a new project, I’m trying to understand, 
‘Okay, what are some of the existing dynamics here? How can the work be 
responsive to that or engage with that?’ That’s kind of infinite in some ways, and 
so sometimes I feel like if I had more time and resources or different timelines, 
sometimes I wish that I could do more of that grounding into a particular place 
and time. 
 
They note that though their work responds to its context in general, it typically 
responds more to broader systems and structures of power such as museum accessibility 
or digital accessibility, and less to a specific current or historical event, though in one 
case it did: In 2016 it was announced that a giant honeycomb-like structure consisting of 
154 interconnecting flights of stairs, totaling 2,500 steps, called Vessel, was to be built in 
Hudson Yards by Thomas Heatherwick, a British designer. The point of the structure was 
the experience of climbing stairs, and it was clear that the experiences of people who 
have disabilities were never considered in the design process.  
In response to Vessel’s opening in 2019, Shannon created Anti-Stairs Club 
Lounge at “Vessel”, 2019. The project was situated at the base of the structure as an 
alternative experience for people who were “unable, unwilling, or uninterested in 
climbing stairs,” and it aimed to highlight the ableism at work in the structure (Finnegan, 
2019). Participants each signed a pledge that “As long as I live, I will not go up a single 
step of the Vessel,” and were provided with seating, snacks, hats, and reading material: 
large-print newspapers that contained an article by Kevin Gotkin (2018) about Vessel’s 
glaring ableism, which also served as signage to call attention to the club. 
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The very existence of Shannon’s work served as information to the public that 
Vessel was not accessible due to its structural design and that there were alternate ways of 
engaging with the piece — or not engaging with it at all — that centered accessibility 
(Gibson & Martin, 2019). The artwork was intended to disrupt the normative sense-
making experience of people who had come to see Vessel or who had happened upon it. 
Following Hall (2018), Shannon as the producer considered how an audience member 
might decode Vessel’s message, and devised a way to step in and get them to consider 
larger power structures at play in that message. 
Shannon’s artwork opens spaces for the disabled experience to become 
normalized, shifting the focus of the artwork to encompass not only its subject, but also 
  43 
the environment that surrounds it. They show that the essential nature of a piece of art 
can be expanded from a single experience to include a whole range of different forms and 
access points, providing alternative offerings of counternarrative and connecting 
audiences to ideas about their relationship with the power structures that they navigate. 
As they create these connection points, they must think reflexively about the sense-
making process of their audience as they engage with the piece (Foreman-Wernet & 
Dervin, 2005, 2011, 2014, 2016). In an extension of Gorichanaz’s (2020) findings, 
creating new forms for the work in turn prompts Shannon to think in new ways about the 
issues they address and their own relationship to them. 
 
Lived Experience as Information 
The life experiences that these artists carry with them inform their practices and 
shape the purpose of their work. They seek to address injustices and grapple with 
questions that have arisen in their own lives. For Liza and Shannon, living with a 
disability in an ableist culture has provided the impetus to create works that make visible 
ableist norms and centralize new ways of moving in space and relating to other people. 
For Roopa, the increasingly dominant power of technology to shape how we understand 
the world and how we make decisions, and the injustices that get perpetuated by 
technology culture have led her to create pieces that complicate our reliance on 
technology and the ways we allow technology to mediate our everyday experiences. 
Each of the artists mentioned grappling with the harms that come with externally 
defined, static categories and classifications for people’s identities and behaviors. They 
are each concerned about the reduction that comes with representing real people and real 
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circumstances as labels, and their artwork is in part an effort to resist this external 
classification. Roopa echoes Harding’s (1986) standpoint theory and D’Ignazio and Klein 
(2020) when she describes her criticality of data classification: 
You could go back to what Bowker and Star say about categorization and 
classification being a political process. I think that that process has really helped 
me understand that the way that we analyze data is itself so directly informed by 
our subjective position, by where we are in society, by the privileges that we've 
been afforded, by the ability that we have to see certain things from different 
perspectives. . . . It brings up windows for alternative narratives and possibilities. 
I think being forced to make my own decisions about how to classify and 
categorize things and analyze data has really helped me see that there are these 
possibilities that are just kind of ignored and a lot of the ways that we think about 
standard forms and the things that we use and the things that we rely on. 
 
These artists all use their work to complicate those classifications and to disrupt their 
audiences’ sense-making processes in order to challenge the normalized function these 
categories play in society.  
Though they have different backgrounds, understandings, and experiences, one 
thing that connects Liza, Roopa, and Shannon is that they all recognize the power 
structures which influence their experiences and shape their work. They all recognize that 
their position within these structures affords them certain types of power and limits them 
from others. Through criticality and reflexivity, they use their artwork to question the 
power dynamics at play in their own lived experience and to translate it into an artwork 
that they can then share with others. Their artwork is a both a response to its context and 
an attempt to recontextualize ideas and their audience itself to create an embodied 
experience of the information they want to convey. They are always creating from a 
position that is wholly their own and wholly dependent on their context, and though they 
recognize that there will always be audience members who interpret the work in 
unexpected ways, they are continually imagining their audience’s experience as they 
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create. 
 This finding points to how these artists draw from a broad scope of experience to 
inform their practices, but it also demonstrates how artists consider their audiences’ lived 
experiences so that they can convey a message that will resonate. Their life experiences 
are integrated into their creation process, and they refer to it for source material even 
more than they reference traditional information sources. This carries the study of art in 
LIS beyond the foundational work conducted by Cobbledick (1996) and those who built 
on her research (Cowan, 2004; Hemmig, 2008). It also shows that not only are audience 
members’ interpretations of art shaped by their lived experience, as explained by 
Foreman-Wernet and Dervin (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016), but so are these artists’ creation 
processes. 
Liza, Roopa, and Shannon all hold college degrees and are invested in a learning 
process. This research and learning reflects the findings of Hemmig (2008, 2009), 
Cobbledick (1996), and Cowan (2004), that artists use traditional information sources as 
inspiration and reference material for the creation of their artwork. Though the artists 
may not always be seeking a particular piece of information for direct application to a 
specific artwork, they still use the information they find to shape their understanding, 
which provides the grounds for future artworks and explorations. 
 
Artists’ Embodied Sense-Making 
Even from the outset, regardless of the subject matter of the artworks, each artist 
experiences their work in an embodied way, and the creation of their work becomes 
intertwined with their bodies. The work they create emerges not only from their factual 
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knowledge and research, but even more so from the information they take in as lived 
experience. As Liza mentions, "My artwork is the result of that embodied, lived, 
everyday experience, and I feel like I'm often sharing very simple occurrences." As 
mentioned previously, Shannon attempts to prioritize ease as best they can when 
developing their work. Because the process of creation is necessarily physical, the artists 
are aware of the materiality of their work. 
Roopa recalls the toll #bellwether and hate couture took on her body and mind, 
and the simultaneous sense-making process that occurred alongside her embodied 
experience. For #bellwether, she created all of the designs by hand, and except for the 
printed materials, she produced all of the merchandise herself: 
There was nerve damage in the back of my neck because I was hunched over my 
computer for so often over the course of that residency. I did it all by hand 
because it was very important for me to kind of have that embodied experience of 
creating this merchandise and engaging with the data, which meant that I was 
basically manually inputting every single tweet or sentence fragment into a 
template over the course of that exhibition. [The physical] material informed my 
experience in that way because it forced me to really engage with the fact that 
holy shit, Trump might actually win the presidency. . . . And as a result I was kind 
of freaking out about that possibility well before a lot of people that I knew. . . . I 
think the materiality of particularly the physical pieces, it gets you to, as the artist 
— as the audience, yes — but as the artist, I think more profoundly, it gets you to 
engage with the information that you are working with in a way where you are 
able to kind of deeply personalize it and contextualize it into your own life. . . . 
But I think the materiality of it, for us to engage with it in a really granular way 
really gets you to understand the stakes of what you're doing in a way that maybe 
dealing with it in a more distanced manner might not allow. 
 
This physical, material process may be part of why art allows for such a unique 
interaction with information, and why artists seek to create multi-sensory experiences for 
their audiences and for themselves. Carbone (2017), Cianci (2017), and Clark (2013) all 
acknowledged the power of the embodied art experience and the role of affect (which 
stems from multi-sensory experiences) in art,. This finding shows that artists create 
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meaning from that embodied experience as well. In an expansion of Foreman-Wernet and 
Dervin’s (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016) and Hall’s (2018) models, the artists’ embodied 
interaction with the materials guide them through a sense-making process of their own, 
even before the artwork is put before an audience. Their encoding process for the 
audience is intertwined with a decoding process for themselves. 
 
Changes in Artists’ Understanding 
It is within and in response to the context of their lived experiences that these 
artists create their artwork. Because their work is both informed by and situated in this 
context, and because new encounters crop up as they move through time and space, the 
purpose of their work is also continually changing in response. The purpose of their 
practice, process of creation, and conceptual basis for their projects are all inextricably 
bound with each other and are constantly changing, supporting Gorichanaz’s (2016, 
2017a, 2019, 2020) proposal that information is a fluid, active thing and that art can serve 
as a snapshot of a particular moment and context. 
Gorichanaz (2020) believes Cowan (2004) was the first to use the concept of 
"creating understanding" within the study of art in LIS. When I asked Liza, Roopa, and 
Shannon about the purpose of their practices, each artist mentioned that it has changed 
over time, but all of their answers come down to a desire to create understanding. All of 
them describe feeling prompted by a desire to share with and impact other people through 
a deep knowing, beyond simply sharing facts. 
Roopa: [I] used to be interested in data representation and novel forms of data art 
— being able to use unexpected and interesting forms to reveal things about data 
or reveal information about the world that was buried or that wasn't 
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acknowledged. As I've moved on in my practice I have . . . question[ed] that 
impulse toward revelation because I feel like that drives a lot of media artwork. 
Particularly very political new media artwork is this idea that, 'Oh, we're just 
going to expose all of the ills of this technology, and all of a sudden everybody's 
going to be aware,' and it doesn't necessarily work like that. 
 
Because of the gap between revelation and understanding, Roopa’s conception of how 
her work functions in society has changed. She considers herself an activist, and while at 
the time of creating them she considered pieces such as #bellwether and hate couture to 
serve as a form of activism, she no longer considers them to be so, even though they are 
politically and socially engaged. The more recent evolution of her practice has shifted 
toward more community-based artwork, such as the Strategic Transparency Collective, 
and focuses on making connections between bigger ideas, hoping to be able to explore 
new ways of existing within our technologically enmeshed culture. Roopa echoes 
Gorichanaz’s (2017a, 2017b, 2018, 2019, 2020) argument that information doesn’t equal 
understanding, and that simply encountering information doesn’t necessarily lead a 
person to be informed, further supporting the argument that art is valuable for its 
informativeness. Additionally, Gorichanaz argues that the tension and struggle involved 
in building meaning from information is a generative process that leads to deeper 
knowing than factual-level information, and that it is important for us to view 
understanding holistically rather than the mere accumulation of information sources.  
The artists in this study are continually trying to make sense of their own practice 
and the meaning of their work. They are in a continual process of sense-making, and 
they're always responding to their own new understanding of information and inputs. As 
the experiences and understandings that inform their practices continue to change, their 
priorities shift and their practices evolve in response. The sense-making process that 
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Foreman-Wernet and Dervin (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016) explored in their research on arts 
audiences could be extended to include these artists as well. In a sense, they become an 
audience for their own artwork, as it helps them make sense of the issues they seek to 
interrogate. This also seems to support Gorichanaz’s (2020) findings that artists’ 
processes of creation lead to greater understanding of themselves, but at the same time 
that they understand themselves better, they also make more sense of the world around 
them and their relationship to greater structures beyond themselves. Their artwork serves 
as a point of connection between them as individual people and bodies, and the larger 
social and political systems they are situated within. 
The artists' artworks are so grounded in their unique context and moment in 
history that the artists’ understanding of their own past work shifts as their understanding 
of society and politics change over time. Liza mentioned that her interest in crip theory 
has only been a recent development, and that it has changed the way she thinks about her 
practice, even to the point that she feels uncertain about how her past work might be 
received today by herself and others. She mentions that she feels self-scrutiny when 
looking back at her previous projects and that — knowing what she knows now about 
disability and identity politics — worries they might be offensive in their imaging of 
disability. 
Roopa, too, sees her past work differently now that time has passed. She believes 
time and the circumstances of the Trump administration have led #bellwether to have 
even more meaning than it did when it was presented in 2016: 
The funny thing is, had Hillary not lost that election, I don't think that work would 
carry as much power into the current day as it does now. I think it's become more 
of an archival piece and more of a piece that reflects the specific historical 
moment in time. Because Trump won, and because Twitter ended up becoming so 
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important in his presidency, it carries that additional weight, especially because he 
is so dominant in that installation. And had Hillary won the election, [Trump] 
would have been just a blip on the radar. . . It [wouldn’t] carry that same gravity 
that I think it carries today. 
 
These artists’ work becomes an archive not only of the time and place it was created and 
presented in, as proposed by Gorichanaz (2019, 2020), but also documentation of the past 
version of the artists themselves. The static piece of art is a snapshot of a temporal, 
flowing process that is bound to its context and carries different types of meanings in its 
existence. 
Liza recognizes the archival function of her work and says that she used to be 
more interested in actively creating work that functions as an archive. In the Captioned, 
2017/2018 series, Liza takes films that do not include subtitles or closed captions and 
adds her own as she watches the film without being able to fully understand it. "These 
descriptive captions include visual observations, plot interpretations and also the thoughts 
that cross my mind as it wanders due to the boredom and strain of this event" (Sylvestre, 
2018). She notes that she’s less archive-oriented now, though she recognizes that this 
Captioned series serves to capture her experience of the films in a way that is now 
inextricable from the originals and serves as an archive. 
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Liza Sylvestre, Captioned: Channel Surfing (still), 2017. http://www.lizasylvestre.com/captioned 
 
 
The artworks these artists create remain artifacts of the artists’ personal history 
bound up with the history of a time and a place. As Cianci (2017) noted, artworks capture 
the artists’ own meaning-making within their context and get transmitted to the audience 
to make their own meaning in turn. As the artists view their own work from different 
vantage points, the meaning changes, even for them. The process of making meaning is a 
continual formation, and meaning is made and remade by the artist both as the creator, as 
they position themselves as an audience member, and as they project how their audience 
might receive the work. In this way, they conduct a simultaneous and reflexive encoding 
and decoding process, neither aspect of which can exist without the other (Hall, 2018). 
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Creating Audience Experiences 
Carbone (2017) notes that "records are not solely representations of particular 
realities, but through the forces of their materiality and the presence of human bodies and 
activity they invoke, are affectively charged objects able to move people into new ways 
of being and doing" (p. 102). Liza, Roopa, and Shannon are both informed by and seek to 
create opportunities for their audience to have an embodied experience. Their lived 
experience of feeling a lack of control over external classifications and systems our 
society uses to design environments and technologies that connect us to each other is 
what informs their work and guides their creations. They want their audience to 
understand the issues at play and to share in experience so they can interrogate those 
structures and norms from a shared understanding. Their artworks encode information, 
but much of the information they convey is not factual but instead embodied, warranting 
an expanded notion of information and an expanded conception of art as information, 
following Tidline (2003) and Gorichanaz (2019, 2020). It is this embodied experience 
which provokes the audience to criticality. 
An interesting commonality that arose is that each artist proposed that they sense 
boundaries around the appropriateness of different aspects of the artwork to the end goal 
of affecting the audience. This appropriateness applies to the materials and form of the 
work, and also to the creation process itself and how well it fits within the affordances 
and limitations delineated by the context. They conveyed how the context of the work 
and their goal of affecting their audience work together to help the piece take shape. This 
is consistent with Hall’s (2018) theory of encoding and decoding, where the creator’s 
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production of their message captures the context of the creator themselves through their 
own position within social and political structures, and their own worldview, and 
Gorichanaz’s (2019) recognition that the artwork captures not only the artists’ conscious 
messages, but also the unconscious messages and non-decisions that are embedded in the 
materials, form, and context. 
These artists use their practices to disrupt the way people typically experience and 
understand their encounters. They do this by rearranging the context of normative 
experiences to redirect their audience members’ attention so they have to rely on sense-
making rather than on assumptions and habit. The artists hope to complicate people's 
experiences and shift their audience away from binary thinking. Their work serves as an 
attempt to disrupt normative power structures and force people to step away from their 
habitual modes and relationships with society to open their minds to new ways of being. 
In describing the purpose of the Captioned series, Liza says: 
I really am trying to give space for both the normative and the non-normative 
subjective experience to exist at the same time so that you see [them] as . . . 
working with each other and functioning in different ways that are not in a binary, 
necessarily. I mean they are in a binary, but the binary is generative. It's not 
closed or fixed. 
 
Liza uses the absence of captions — which excludes her from experiencing the film as 
the creators intended — as a platform for sharing her own experience of it as an outsider. 
She brings the audience along in experiencing the film in the way she experiences it, and 
in an echo of Benjamin (2010), forces them to distance themselves from their habitual 
way of watching a film, and to consider the ways it might not deliver one static narrative 
to everyone, but is in fact interpreted through each viewer. In resonance with Hall (2018) 
and expanding Foreman-Wernet and Dervin’s (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016) findings, Liza 
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reflexively considers the way her audience might take meaning from her piece, which 
informs the creation of it.  
The artists in this study use their artwork to provide a point of resistance to 
dominant narratives, as proposed by Carbone (2017) and Cianci (2017). They hope to 
complicate their audience's understanding of the way things are. They do this to situate 
their audience within a certain context and get them grounded in an embodied experience, 
so they can then imagine alternative possibilities for the future. Their logic seems to be 
that we need to come to a shared understanding of where we are in order to be able to 
imagine how the future could be different and how to get there. 
At the heart of these artists' creation processes is their thorough consideration of 
how their audience might experience the artwork with their bodies. This is one of the 
primary ways the artists attempt to imagine how their artwork might be interpreted. The 
artists translate their own lived experience, including their encounters with power 
structures, into physical and multi-sensory experiences for their audience. They all 
mentioned how with certain projects they prioritized creating a certain sensory 
environment, which they hope will lead the audience members to an embodied 
understanding of the concepts the artworks address. 
Liza and Roopa both shared instances of wanting their audiences to feel 
overwhelmed by their sensory experiences. In Liza's Captioned artworks, she focused on 
adjusting the aspects of the piece — tone, frequency of the captions — in order "to have 
it be just overwhelming enough to get people invested." With #bellwether, Roopa says:  
I wanted that piece to be a maze and I wanted it to be difficult to get through and 
overwhelming. Normally when you're installing something in a gallery, you make 
sure that there's a lot of room for people to be able to focus on a work in itself, 
and I wanted my piece to be the exact opposite. I wanted it to be overwhelming. I 
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wanted you to feel like you were drowning in information, and I wanted you to 
feel like you were surrounded by all of this merchandise, that you didn't know 
where to look first. . . . I did want it to feel full and I did want it to feel like there 
was a substantial amount of stuff there to navigate, and forcing people to spend a 
lot of time with it was really important to me. 
 
By engaging audiences in an overwhelming experience, these artists attempt to 
force the emergence of a counternarrative above the noise and confusion of messages, 
capturing their attention through distraction and challenging them to make meaning from 
their experience. They create spaces of discomfort where they can insert new ways of 
understanding. Expanding on Foreman-Wernet and Dervin’s (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016) 
findings, these artists must think ahead, anticipating opportunities for engaging their 
audience in criticality, and thinking reflexively about what their audience will be 
experiencing sensorily and then interpretively. By situating themselves as their own 
audience, they can consider how their work needs to break standard boundaries to 
resonate with those who occupy privileged positions in society. 
On the other end of the spectrum, Shannon, in centralizing audience members 
who have disabilities, prioritizes creating restorative spaces where a person who has a 
disability can feel that they can fully access and experience the work. They challenge 
their audience’s understanding of normative spaces and experiences through non-
normative experiences of openness and accessibility, noting that reflexivity is important 
in their process: “Thinking about access requires an artist to be thinking about their 
audience and how their audience is going to engage with the work.”  
One of their works that has been shown in various iterations is Do you want us 
here or not, 2018–2020, a series of benches and other seats, with hand-lettered text 
statements such as: 
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I'd rather be sitting. Sit if you agree.  
There aren't enough places to sit around here. Sit if you agree. 
It was hard to get here. Rest here if you agree. 
This exhibition has asked me to stand for too long. Sit if you agree. 
 
 




These pieces of furniture are placed throughout museum exhibitions and serve as both a 
necessary intervention in the museum space as well as an amplification of the need for 
more accessible spaces. 
Shannon: The text on the benches, that's essentially what people are already 
saying anytime they're sitting on a bench. It's just making that louder, or kind of 
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turning up the volume on what that embodied action is saying, or maybe tuning 
people [in] who aren't thinking about it in that way. 
 
The artwork serves to both inform and disrupt, highlighting the ableism built into 
museum spaces, but also intervening in that absence and providing a place of rest. This 
artwork speaks to the informativeness of art as it conveys a political message. In an 
expanded reading of Clark (2013)'s study of art books as vessels of information and an 
echo of Gorichanaz’s (2016, 2017a, 2019, 2020; Gorichanaz & Latham, 2016) 
conception of art as documentation, the artwork here is both container and contained: it is 
contained by the information of its context while also containing information to be 
understood by its audience. That visceral, embodied experience and the undercutting of a 
normative situation can open the way for an embodied understanding of information. It 
applies narrative on top of disparate points of information, providing a more cohesive 
information constellation (Gorichanaz, 2018, 2020). 
Similar to Cowan’s (2004) finding, none of the artists in this study consider 
themselves to be information practitioners and instead “rely on the action of creating 
understanding" (p. 19). However, each of them considers information in their projects to 
some extent, and they convey information to their audiences about what it means to 
embody a certain position within dominant power structures. When asked about how they 
consider information in their work, the threads of our conversation all led back to the 
concept of embodied understanding. All three artists strive to create experiences for their 
audience members in which they get shaken out of their habitual modes of operating and 
experience situations in a non-normative way. No matter whether the experience is 
physical or digital, or one that is overwhelming, confusing, shocking, or pleasant, these 
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artists hope to change their audience's understanding of how they relate to others and to 
the built society. 
Liza: I'm really interested in honing into this embodied understanding of things. 
And I get really excited in the moments where larger cultural phenomena, like 
film or the design of a conversation are brought in and scrambled up through an 
embodied understanding. So I would say the embodied information is in tension 
with the larger cultural circles of how that information is moved or understood. . . 
. So far, my goal has really been to share that [embodied experience] with an able-
bodied audience. And so the information for them is the embodied understanding 
of the embodied information. And I do think quite a bit about how that will be 
received in the creation process. 
 
It is less important for artists in positions of power whose work does not speak to cultural 
politics to consider the normative reception of their work, because that work is more 
likely to resonate with their audience’s cultural context. But because these artists seek to 
disrupt, their audience’s experience is more important to the impact of the work. 
Shannon describes their conception of Alt-Text as Poetry as a very information-
focused project, and a very research-based experience for them as they have referenced 
traditional information sources to try to understand web accessibility standards and the 
history of digital accessibility. On the other hand, they understand Do you want us here 
or not as a project that is less about information in the way that they conceptualize 
information, and more of a pure embodied experience. They describe how both that 
project and Anti-Stairs Club Lounge at “Vessel” are both an "embodied manifestation of 
something. [Both projects are] kind of pointing to or making more concrete something 
that was already present in some ways, like the inaccessibility of the space. But kind of 
drawing that out." But whether a project captures a more traditional process of 
information seeking, such as Alt-Text as Poetry, or captures more of an experiential 
information constellation, such as Do you want us here or not, does not make it more or 
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less an informative artwork. Both function to create understanding of people’s 
relationships with greater political structures. 
These artists’ creation processes are a continual practice in reflexivity. As they 
create, they continually reference their own understanding of society, the meaning they 
make from their interpretation of the artwork in progress through embodied experience, 
and the experience they imagine their audience having when encountering the work. This 
appears to be an extension of Hall’s (2018) encoding process; an expansion of 
Gorichanaz’s (2020) findings of artists’ understanding as they create contextualized 
work; and a reapplication of Foreman-Wernet and Dervin’s (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016) 
sense-making process beyond art audiences to the artists themselves. As artists create 
their work, they don’t just encode facts that they want to communicate; instead, they 
consider the nuances of their audience’s experience, seeking to expand understanding 
through context, materials, and technique. It even appears that these artists in some ways 
become their own audiences through the creation process, and that taking that position 
provides them with a better understanding of themselves, the artwork, and their 
relationships with the world. 
All three artists mentioned that they are continually thinking about how their 
audience will experience their work, and that there is a lot of limitation and uncertainty in 
that type of projection of experience. Shannon describes how the audience's interpretation 
of their work is sometimes unexpected:  
I'm often surprised by how things are interpreted conceptually. And that's 
something I really enjoy about making artwork. People often understand the work 
in ways that I didn't necessarily consciously intend or set out to do, and the way 
that different people's positionality or relationship to the work brings out different 
things. And I don't always feel like I have a lot of control over that part of it. 
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They recognize that interpretation is subjective and that a person's life experiences and 
positionality play a role in how they create meaning from their experience of an artwork, 
as Hall (2018) theorized and Foreman-Wernet and Dervin (2005, 2011) have found. 
Roopa expressed a similar sentiment of surprise, explaining that she feels her 
audience sometimes misses the point of the work all together, at times due in part to the 
very mindset shift that technology impresses upon us: 
One of big questions that I got for . . . [hate couture], was this question of, ‘How 
is anybody going to understand what all this data means? You know, if they're 
seeing it on a dress, they'll just see this pretty fabric that's on an outfit walking 
down the street, and how are they going to understand that this is coming from 
hate speech?’ And that is . . . a concern, yeah — understanding where the data is 
coming from is important — but . . . I think that's missing the forest for the trees, 
and I think that's not appreciating the whole project holistically for what it is able 
to do, and it's just kind of really focusing in on a micro level that kind of misses 
the point of the whole thing. I think similarly with the political merchandise: We 
had audience members that would go through the gallery and just be like, ‘Oh my 
God, I can't find anything that I agree with in here,’ which is great, and . . . you 
know, that's a point of the project, but it's also kind of missing the boat a little bit. 
The goal or the idea is to look at it in the space and look at what all this 
merchandise being placed together is actually saying together rather than going 
through and looking for whatever you agree with or the things that you really like. 
Part of it is also getting us to question the way that we make sense of things and 
getting us to think through the assumptions that we carry whenever we're 
confronted with a particular genre or piece of information. . . . [It's similar to how 
social media has set us up to be accustomed to behave:] You scroll through and 
you stop at the things you find more interesting. And you know, when people find 
out that the piece was built with Twitter data, I think it kind of automatically 
brings those same approaches to engaging in the gallery, rather than appreciating 
it for what it is in total. 
 
This potential for audience members to not grasp the concepts in the work, is in part why 
Roopa no longer considers some of her past work to be forms of activism, and why her 
practiced has shifted toward more purposefully bringing people together in conversation 
around a shared idea. 
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Even as they are surprised or dismayed by the audience’s interpretation of the 
work, the audience’s experience remains central to the purpose of their creation. The 
meaning created by the audience actually lends a generative quality to the work. To 
Shannon, revisiting and remembering a project from the audience’s perspective is an 
enlightening experience that brings them back around to the purpose of their practice. As 
Foreman-Wernet and Dervin (2005, 2011, 2014, 2016) found, each audience member 
draws on their own life experience to help them make sense of the artwork, and that is 
something the artists cannot replicate. Despite considering the decoding processes that 
their audiences will go through to develop understanding, there may be even more 
meaning created when individuals’ unanticipated sense-making is in conversation with 
the artwork and with other meanings. The surprise meanings that audiences create can in 
turn inform the artists’ own sense-making, in a recursive process.  
The notion of not being able to boil an artwork down to one static message is at 
the heart of the power of art. The artwork of these three artists serves a particular political 
purpose and they choose an artistic approach for its unique ability to expand 
understanding. Liza remarks, "Art becomes its own sort of information. And it shouldn't 
be held down by the expectations of it being any kind of definable thing." She further 
explains that one of her aims is:  
. . . to become more open to creating artwork that has really complicated, less 
clear ideas about anything. It doesn't need to be conclusive. Especially when 
you're an artist with a minority identity, you're kind of expected to be conclusive 
about things, so I see a lot of resistance in and rebelliousness in not being 
conclusive and letting it be ephemeral or amorphous or not easily defined, which 
is kind of anti- the definition of information. I mean, I see it as expanding 
information. 
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Conclusion 
There are many opportunities for future research at the nexus of art and 
information science. This study merely skims the surface of the informativeness of 
politically and socially engaged art and how artists engage with information in their 
work, and there is potential for a deeper dive into any of the themes that emerged. There 
is great opportunity for exploring artists’ approaches to contextualizing, storing, and 
making sense of information and how art serves as a unique and powerful information 
resource. All of this could also impact how social and political information is conveyed, 
leading to a shift in how we approach communications and discourse around systems of 
power. 
Contrary to the work of foundational LIS that takes a narrow view of what counts 
as information and what entities or experiences can be considered informative, this study 
finds evidence in support of art as both container of and contained in information that is 
used to document, convey, and interpret. It finds that artists are informed not just by 
traditional information sources, but by the broad scope of their life experiences. 
Furthermore, it addresses the sense-making processes of artists as they create their 
artwork and finds that they participate in sense-making for themselves and reflexively as 
they anticipate their audiences’ experience of the artwork they are creating. These 
reflexive acts serve to disrupt the existing information structures so that their messaging 
can resonate with audiences who occupy status positions outside of their own. 
Beyond the direct impact this study could have on the work of artists and 
changemakers, it could also help the LIS field expand the notion of what information is, 
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and consider the informativeness of art and how information might be contained and 
conveyed in non-traditional information sources. 
Through their artistic practices, Liza, Roopa, and Shannon regain control over 
spaces, norms, classification, and narratives. They create their artwork as a small act of 
power in the face of dominating systems that do not provide them much power as 
individuals. Their work engages audiences in these tensions while also providing them 
space to grapple with the issues that affect their lives. The flow of their lived experience 
informs their work and shapes their understanding of themselves and their relationship to 
society, to other artists, and to their own artwork.  
Sense-making is an integral part of the creation process, both in the artwork’s 
reflection of the artists’ own experiences as well as how audiences’ context impacts how 
the work is perceived. This projection and imagined experience shapes the decisions they 
make in order to press audiences into experiences that can shift their understanding.  
All of this is captured within the artwork itself, as the work becomes 
documentation of the context it was created within. It serves as an archive of the past and 
a compass for the future. The artwork fixes collective attention and points to tensions, 
relying on each audience member’s sense-making to create their subjective meaning from 
the piece. The artists hope to foster shared experience and shared understanding through 
their work in order to collectively imagine new possibilities for the future. Their artistic 
process grounds them in the world that currently exists while they strive to create the 






This study aims to explore artists’ sense-making and understanding of themselves, 
current political and social issues, and their audience’s experiences through the creation 
of their artwork. The time I had available to spend on this project was limited. In the 
future I hope to spend more time analyzing this data and would like to expand the study 
to more artists. If I had had more time and resources, I would have liked to have better 
held myself accountable to citational politics and scrutinized my sources more thoroughly 
to ensure better representations of non-dominant identities in the literature (D’Ignazio & 
Klein, 2020). 
There is much potential for future investigations into artistic document-making 
and meaning-making. Future expansions of this study could include an expanded sample 
to gather a broader range of experiences. A study could focus more specifically on the 
artists’ information seeking and the specific intersection of information constellations that 
inform their process (Gorichanaz, 2018, 2020). Other studies could focus on the artists’ 
perception of the impact of the work, exploring how audience members receive, perceive, 
and interpret it. This would be particularly interesting if the study focused on 
participatory or interactive art, where the lines between artist and audience are blurred as 
the audience members become integral components of the full realization of the artwork. 
Further, a study could investigate how an audience’s reaction and response to the artwork 
aligns with or diverges from the artist’s intent. Whatever direction future studies take, 
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there is opportunity to continue to seek evidence for the value of art as information within 
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Appendix A. Interview Guide 
General 
1. What is/are the purpose(s) of your artistic practice? 
2. What informs your ideas and your work? 
o How do you turn ideas and information into artwork? 
3. Do you consider the concept or use of information in your practice? (Or how your 
art might be informative?) 
o What do you consider to be the relationship between your art and 
information? 
o Do you think you are creating new information, knowledge, or 
understanding through your work? 
4. How do you choose what information to convey? 
5. How do you choose how to present the information? 
6. Will you walk me through the process of creation of one of your pieces? 
7. Do you consider how your audience will perceive and make meaning from your 
work? 
Power 
8. How do activism / social justice / politics / power play a role in your work and as 
your work as an artist? 
9. Do you consider your work to be an act of resistance or of counternarrative? 
  75 
Context 
9. How does your work contextualize information? 
10. How does your work connect with time and space/place? 
o What is the context in which you create your artwork? What is the context 
in which your audience experiences the work? 
11. How do form, technique, and material play a role in your artwork? 
12. How do you consider how audience members might experience the work with 
their bodies? 
Documentation 
13. How does your work document information? 
14. Artwork as container and contained: Do you think of your work as participating in 
the broader context of archives and records and documentation of experience? 
15. What do you think about when you think about your current artwork's existence in 
the future? 
Sense-Making 
16. How do you make sense of information through the creation of your art? 
17. How does the act of creation impact the information you're working with (for you 
or for others)?  
 
